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When it comes to defending the environment, there may be less leeway for reinventing the wheel, especially if
there’s an irreplaceable ecosystem at stake. And since environmental degradation is a shared concern across
geopolitical boundaries, approaches to its governance should be just as boundary-free. But is it?
“Environmental issues are not just domestic issues,” says Yooil Bae
(http://www.socsc.smu.edu.sg/faculty/social_sciences/yooilbae.asp), an assistant professor of political science at
SMU's School of Social Sciences (http://www.socsc.smu.edu.sg/index.asp). “Just look at the earthquakes in
Indonesia and the deforestation issues in Africa and China. In China, the yellow sandstorm altered domestic issues
but also created international social problems.”
In his paper, “Environmental Governance and Transnational Advocacy Networks in Korea and Japan”, Bae argues that
the influence of international allies, armed with ecological sensitivities, new knowledge and norms, can assist in
resolving domestic issues related to environmental governance.
Bae compares case studies from Japan and Korea, two neighbouring countries with geographic similarities but distinct
political structures and socio-cultural elements, in order to understand the incentives and constraints behind the
promotion of transnational environmental advocacy networks in Japan and Korea.
“While Japan’s state regulatory structure has restricted the emergence of large-scale, nation-wide professional
environmental movements, Korea’s environmental movements that originate from democracy movements have had
relative success in promoting environmental organisations.”
Bae maintains that environmental organisations such as those in Korea are armed with “post-materialistic values”,
considerable resources, intellectuals, and a contentious culture that allows them to stand firmly to the state. They
strengthen their positions through transnational allies.
Environmental norms
In the past, victim-centred compensation had been a key motivation to environmental movements. However, Bae
believes that this pattern has changed. He cites movements led by international organisations (which Bae refers to
as “international actors”) such as Greenpeace and Save the Earth, which act across borders to address sustainable
development issues. They are not concerned with material interests or compensation.
These organisations have also become increasingly influential in shaping environmental norms via domestic and
international politics, so much so that today, such transnational organisations are lending legitimacy, new standards,
ideas and information to press state actors and land developers into environmentally sound action.
Some scholars have even argued that such transnational organisations are, in fact, promoting the formation of a
global civil society and world civic politics - to create and manipulate the interdependent global collective mind in
environmentalism, for a start.
Regardless, cooperation between transnational and domestic actors is paramount to the advancement of desirable
environmental norms: the better the domestic actor's network, the higher the chances that domestic environmental
policies will be influenced by international standards.
Cultural hurdles and borders
Historically, Japan and Korea have had the most controlled national borders. Until recent decades, both countries
have kept their gates closed to outsiders, advocated national unity and promoted a racially homogenous nation.
Outside actors were discriminated against and relegated to external cooperating networks at best. However, things
are very different for these two countries today.
Bae explains in his paper that Japan has a distinctive state-centric culture, having been through long traditions of
state superiority and state-centrism where authority has been top-down. Under such a hierarchical culture,
bureaucratic exercises of discretion and decision-making would largely be “fallacy-free” or non-challengeable. Any
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resistance to development projects such as land reclamation or dam construction would be regarded as symptomatic
of social disorder. Nepotism within Japanese society also hinders discussions of domestic issues with foreign actors.
Korea, in contrast, has had an “explosive and dynamic” civil society. According to Bae, this is due largely to the
country’s intense and protracted movement towards its "grand democratic transition" in the mid-1980s which led to
the collapse of an authoritarian regime. Since then, protagonists of the democracy movement have raised new social
issues by means of a bottom-up approach, such as environmental and anti-corruption issues.
In addition, members and leaders of Korean environmental organisations were primarily comprised of intellectuals,
white-collared workers, professionals and religious leaders, all of whom were committed to influencing social change
through policy reform. Such organisations in Japan were comprised mainly of traditional conformists, who would be
reluctant to share their problems with outside actors.
Reclaiming Isahaya Bay and Saemangeum Bay
For an illustration of the contrast between Japan and Korea, here are two case studies from recent history.
The Isahaya Bay Reclamation Project (IBRP) in Nagasaki, Japan, was driven by the country's need to obtain
sustainable and self-sufficient agricultural areas in the 1950-60s. Reclamation of the Bay began in 1943, but due to
budget constraints, it wasn’t until 1985 that actual reclamation work began.
By most measures, this is not a small undertaking. It calls for construction of a seven-kilometre-long sea bank built
using 293 metal slabs along the mouth of the Bay, creating 800 hectares for rice paddy and dairy farming.
Unfortunately, symptoms of contamination emerged in 1997: water fouling and a loss of marine and bird life in an
adjacent wetland area.
A critical local industry was also under threat. The region was responsible for the supply of 70% of Japan’s nori
(edible seaweed, almost a staple in the Japanese diet) consumption, and it was affected by water pollution and
other problems caused by the construction works.
As early as 1995, Nagasaki’s governor and residents were already aware of the negative environmental impacts.
They began to denounce the IBRP. Yet, when the media turned its attention towards the prefecture, the governor
announced, “We resolve the problems by ourselves”. It wasn’t until the project was completed that it received
further media attention. But despite the negative impact, a positive outcome was that people began to appreciate
the “environmental value” of the land. Campaigns centred on this idea began to emerge.
Led by local marine biologist Yamashita Hirofumi, local activists utilised international organisations such as Friends of
the Earth and the Ramsar Convention as platforms to lobby for changes to domestic policies. However, few locals
were involved in working with transnational NGOs. So when Yamashita, winner of the 1998 Goldman Environmental
Prize, passed away suddenly in 2000, the domestic movement lost crucial links with several civic organisations and
international actors. The remaining activists of the “old-security generation” of the 1950-60s did not know how to
engage or recruit younger members. As a result, recruitment was based on personal networks of friends and
acquaintances.
It was a decidedly different story in Korea. The Saemangeum Bay Reclamation Project (SBRP) that commenced in
the late 1990s presented environmental challenges of a similar nature, but on a larger scale. SBRP involved building a
12.7 km long seawall that would lead to a resulting reclaimed area of 41,000 hectares, 51 times the area of IBRP.
When Yamashita learnt about the project, he made visits to the site and warned local activists of the potential
environmental effects. But by that time, Korea had already dealt with a few similar experiences. A 1985 Shiwa Lake
Reclamation Project resulted in contamination similar to the IBRP. Civic organisations were hence aware of the
environmental implications of such a project.
Despite governmental efforts to legitimise SBRP, protests were rife. Domestic actors, with the help of transnational
organisations such as Birdlife International, Friends of Earth UK, WWF Australia, and the American Bird Conservancy,
piled on to put pressure on the government to withdraw from the SBRP. Local activists also leveraged on
international events as such a the 1992 UN Conference in Rio de Janeiro, and international treaties like the Kyoto
Protocol and Ramsar Convention to stage protests.
In 2005, the Seoul Administrative Court decided to suspend SBRP temporarily. Although the Supreme Court reversed
the suspension in 2006, local organisations considered this a big advancement in their environmental movement. Bae
noted that this transnational network would have been impossible without the solidarity of domestic environmental
groups and the “contentious relationship” between the state and civic society. Transnational cooperation was also
critical in mobilising and enabling the Korean environmental movement to stand firmly against the state's policies.
Bottom-up the way forward
Bae believes that there is a growing importance of norm-based transnational cooperation in influencing domestic and
world politics, and that the bottom-up approach has shown a lot of promise for future analyses, where the
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internalisation of environmental norms in non-Western societies is concerned.
Reflecting on the case of the IBRP and the sudden demise of anti-IBRP movement leader, Yamashita, Bae concluded
that leadership is important for sustainable transnational cooperation, particularly where weaker and less contentious
domestic NGOs are involved. That said, stronger domestic NGOs might not be a guarantee for success. The
processes of contestation in environmental policymaking between NGOs and government need to be put into
consideration.
Perhaps future research could investigate the increasing role of judiciary branches in environmental politics, as NGOs
often bring lawsuits against the government. The court then becomes the final arbiter.
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